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PEOPLE and technology

Organizing Your Web Site Content
Good content is only the first step. Now, how do you arrange it so that people can use it?

B Y  J P  F R E N Z A  &  L E S L I E  H O F F M A N

n our last column we discussed
the content you might put on
your organization’s Web site—
everything from a mission state-
ment or organizational history to

an electronic newsletter, book review, or
“media watch” on concerns relevant to
your nonprofit.

But good content is only the first
half of the equation when it comes to cre-
ating an informative and effective Web
presence. The second half involves orga-
nizing that content in a way that makes
sense—for both the material and your
audience’s needs. 

Don’t Lose Your
Audience

Everyone knows how to navigate the
information presented in a printed piece.
We all learned to read sentences from left
to right and “navigate” a book by turning
its pages. On the Web, the linear form
we’re accustomed to disappears. Those
surfing the Web interact with content
using hypertext. Hypertext lets the view-
er click on a word and jump to another
paragraph—either on the same Web site
or in a story that might be part of another
Web site anywhere in the world. 

People new to the Web sometimes
find the idea of hypertext confusing. Yet
presenting information in a hypertextual
manner has its benefits. Consider the
flexibility of letting people use informa-
tion the way they find most comfortable.
Some people might read a report on the
Clean Air Act from beginning to end.
Others might read the first paragraph,

then click on a hypertext word which
takes them to the legislation as it was
passed by Congress. Still others might
click on a reference to the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) and explore the
history of that government agency. 

In short, hypertext is like reading a
book with an infinite number of foot-
notes available at the click of a mouse.
No other medium gives us this flexibility.

The strength of hypertext is also its
disadvantage. With hypertext it’s easy to
get lost. Studies show that people’s
biggest concern about cyberspace is los-
ing their way—a process known as “info-
tunneling.”

Info-tunneling happens to us all. We
find a Web site we like, we click on some-
thing that catches our attention, we click
further, further, and further still. Before
we know it we are absolutely lost, can’t
remember where we came from, and
aren’t sure where we’ve ended up.

How do you keep info-tunneling
from occurring on your Web site? The

best way is to organize your content as
clearly and logically as you can. Structure
material so that visitors can move around
your site without losing track of the
course they’ve taken and the distances
they’ve traveled.

Make It Easy to Surf
When you organize content for your

Web site, group your information into
categories. Suppose you plan to include
your organization’s mission statement,
history, board of directors, staff mem-
bers, and projects. All this information
could fit under “About Our Organization.”
As you look through your Web content,
you’ll see that information breaks into
logical sections. These sections form the
basis of your Web site’s structure.

Look at the example from
CNN’s Web site (Figure 1). As you can
imagine, this site is enormous, perhaps
tens of thousands of pages with hundreds
of new ones added every day. Despite its
size, however, Web newcomers can move
from section to section and retain a clear
understanding of where they are without
getting lost. That’s because CNN has
divided its information into logical sec-
tions: world news, U.S. news, local news,
weather, sports, science and technology,
travel, style, showbiz, and so on. 

Another example of an easy-to-navi-
gate Web site is the Foundation on the
Prevention and Early Resolution of
Conflict (PERC), shown in Figure 2. At a
glance you can see that this Web site con-
tains six sections: information on the
organization (About PERC), a newsletter
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(PERC Bulletin), information on the orga-
nization’s activities (PERC Projects), an
educational section (PERC 101), an inter-
active chat room and posting forum
(PERC Roundtable), and a section on
PERC’s partner (Cornell/PERC Institute).

Suppose you’re surfing and come to
the PERC home page. You see the PERC
101 section, which is an educational mod-
ule to teach people about conflict resolu-
tion. Initially you might not know what

PERC 101 is about, but once you’ve
looked at its content you’ll remember
what that section of the site contains.
That’s because PERC has made its naviga-
tion icons clear and easy to remember. It
has also kept the names of its sections
short. “PERC 101” is better on a button
than “This section presents an educational
learning module on the principles of con-
flict resolution.” Try fitting that on an icon
and see how it looks!

Navigation 
Tips and Tricks

As you design your Web site, here are
guidelines to keep in mind:

• Arrange content in sections. To
decide how to structure your Web
site, first list all the content you have.
Then group it into categories.

• Limit the number of sections.

Include no more than six sections on

FIGURE 1: CNN’s Web Site
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your Web site. Too many choices are
confusing.

• Use icons. For each section, create
an icon. These icons will be the navi-
gation buttons for your site. Make
them as clear as possible, since

they’ll be your Web site’s road signs.
If you use graphic icons, be sure
they make sense. Internet users
understand, for example, that an
envelope symbolizes electronic mail.
If you opt for text rather than graph-
ic icons, keep them short. For exam-
ple, say “Contact” rather than “Click
here to contact our organization.”

• Map it. It’s a good idea to include a
map of your Web site. Even if the
site is well organized, visitors will
use a map to find things quickly.

• Prioritize it. Some sections on your
Web site—a newsletter, for exam-
ple—will change frequently. Put
these sections in a prominent place.
People will have an incentive to
keep coming back to check on new
information. And you’ll want to
make sure they can find it quickly. 

• Provide other clues. There are
many other ways you can reinforce
the structure of your Web site. For
instance, you can use headers that
tell viewers which section they’re in
and how to get back to your home
page.

• Don’t create a rigid structure.

The biggest mistake you can make is
defining your sections too specifical-
ly. If you make this error, then every
time you want to add a bit of infor-
mation, you’ll have to add another
section or redo your site architec-
ture. Be as general as possible with
your sections. That way, you leave
room for growth. ■
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